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5 Carving across the plains, mountains, and plateaus of the American West, trains forge
the bedrock of the mythic United States. From John Ford’s early silent film, The Iron
Horse  (1924),  to  the monumental  collaboration between Ford,  Henry Hathaway,  and
George Marshall, How the West Was Won (1962), epic stories of pioneers and explorers,
goldminers  and  capitalists,  cowboys  and  Indians  comprise  an  “imaginary  nation,”
closely guarded, as if the myths might crumble if prodded too closely. Manu Karuka’s
Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous Nations, Chinese Workers, and the Transcontinental Railroad does
just  that,  evoking a different story.  Karuka pans out,  past  singular heroes and epic
conquests, taking a panoramic view of the larger material and structural relationships
between  the  peoples,  landscapes,  and  technology  at  the  intersections  of  colonial
expansion  and  globalizing  capitalism.  By  using  the  methodologies  of  decolonial
thinking to  read the  creation of  what  we now call  the  nation’s  “interior,”  Empire’s
Tracks draws out the deep structures of empire in a way that both provincializes and
dismantles  the  exceptionalist  and  individualist  notions  central  to  American
mythmaking.
6 Historically grounded in the relationships between Europeans, indigenous peoples, and
Chinese  laborers  during the  construction of  the  Transcontinental  Railroad,  Empire’s
Tracks offers much more than a revisionist reading of American history, refusing to
replace one protagonist  for  another.  Rather,  Empire’s  Tracks  traverses the American
Manu Karuka, Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous Nations, Chinese Workers, and the Tr...
European journal of American studies , Reviews 2021-3
1
historical  landscape  fueled  by  a  structural  and  materialist  approach  to  the
historiography  of  empire,  colonialism,  and  capitalism.  Karuka  dedicates  the  first
section to three interlinking concepts that structure the book’s approach to reading the
historical  development  of  capitalism:  modes  of  relationship,  countersovereignty,  and
continental  imperialism.  Rather  than  understanding  capitalism  as  the  continuous
production and reproduction of capital, Karuka theorizes capitalism itself as a mode of
relationship that is often premised on a refusal of relationships. Rather than reading
the expansion of capitalism as the reproduction of capital as such, Karuka emphasizes
that accumulation and growth are facilitated primarily by the reproduction of modes of
relationship  conducive  to  its  expansion.  Forms  of  knowledge  and  education,  labor
relations, and notions of ownership and property all form “modes” by which a group of
people organize themselves and the material world. Capitalist modes of relationship
are necessitated by the refusal and often violent erasure of other modes. 
7 Karuka traces these modes of relationship across several historical contexts, dedicating
chapters in the second section to Chinese laborers, the Lakota, the Pawnee, and the
Cheyenne, respectively. In his chapter on the Pawnee, for example, Karuka outlines the
fluidity of Pawnee property rights, noting that the Pawnees stored food and grain in
underground caches that belonged to a family but that anyone could draw on when in
need.  Not only did this  not conform to “market conceptions of  alienable property”
(105),  held  as  doxa  in  capitalist  societies,  but  these  modes  of  relationship  that
structured  Pawnee  sovereignty  were  also  acknowledged  and  respected  by  early
Europeans. Europeans initially borrowed food when they needed it and paid it back
when  they  could,  respecting  Pawnee  modes  of  relationship  and,  thus,  Pawnee
sovereignty. As European power expanded, through increased settlement, technology,
and the war-finance nexus (the symbiotic relationship between finance and military
force),  trains  carried  with  them  the  means  of  resource  extraction,  while  soldiers
enforced  imperial  modes  of  relationship,  which  included  forced  education,  new
conceptions about property rights that facilitated mass displacement, and new labor
practices which devalued Pawnee work and folded them into subsistence, dependence,
and,  at  times,  starvation.  While  respected at  first,  Pawnee sovereignty  was  eroded,
refused, and replaced.
8 If  modes  of  relationship  refer  to  the  protracted,  multidimensional  rupturing  of
indigenous worldmaking, not just through violence but through enclosure, resource
depletion,  and forced education and labor methods,  then countersovereignty is  the
result of those ruptures. Countersovereignty, then, is the gradual process of refused
acknowledgement, fostered by an increasing imbalance of power, and reproduced by
increasing dependence and dispossession. Through mandatory schooling, for example,
Pawnee children could be “drafted” into new modes of  relationship:  new gendered
logics  of  labor,  new  conceptions  of  ownership,  and  new  social  hierarchies.
Countersovereignty  also  refutes  the  notion  that  settlers  imposed  “civilization”  on
peoples  and spaces,  instead documenting the refusal  and erasure of  other  complex
modes  of  relationship,  which  conceptualized  space,  time,  and  the  material  world
according to localized knowledges.  Rendering legal  justifications like terra nullius  as
convenient  fictions,  countersovereignty  refers  to  the  refusal  of  relationships—
relationships  once  acknowledged  by  Europeans—and  the  politics  of  extraction  and
resource depletion.  In his  chapter  on the Cheyenne,  Karuka outlines  the ways that
Cheyenne  raids  have  been  misread,  ascribed  to  arbitrary  motives  rather  than  a
systemic response to the elimination of resources,  territory, and game, like buffalo,
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which was necessary for survival. Initially, resource depletion came as the Cheyenne
were enclosed between the Oregon and Santa Fe Trails and the settlers that traversed
them. Railroads carved up their territory further, and the war-finance nexus carried by
the  tracks  led  to  an  increasing  imbalance  of  power.  Treaties  were  rewritten,  and
sovereignty  eroded.  A  militarized  railroad  carried  capitalist  modes  of  relationship,
enforcing the principles of colonization, racialized labor, and resource extraction. 
9 Countersovereignty not only reframes Westward expansion as continental imperialism,
the last term in the book’s theoretical trinity, but also demonstrates the progress of
colonialism  and  occupation  by  showing  how  European  colonists  built  on—and
eventually  refused  to  respect—previous,  indigenous  modes  of  relationship.  Prior  to
being  forcibly  folded  into  capitalist  modes  of  relationship  on  reservations  more
accurately described  as  proto-concentration  camps,  the  Pawnees’  farming  practices
had made the very soil they were removed from rich and productive. By provincializing
the unexceptional principles of U.S. expansion, Empire’s Tracks proposes a global history
of  similar,  train-based  continental  imperialism,  drawing  on  similar  examples  from
concurrent projects as European powers competed for networks of dominance across
Africa, India, and Southeast Asia. The global web of railroad colonialism allowed the
expansion of vast imperial networks through which colonial power could be connected
globally, and through which capitalist modes of relationship could be enforced.
10 Informed by a historically-grounded approach that works toward the decolonization of
both  knowledge  and  history,  Empire’s  Tracks  provides  a  major  contribution  to  the
historian’s toolkit, demonstrating what the methods of decoloniality can achieve when
combined with meticulous historical research. The book itself is not a history and does
not claim to be, and anyone looking for new facts about Chinese laborers or the tribes
of  the  Midwest  may  be  disappointed.  What  it  does  offer,  however,  is  a  careful,
materialist reading of legacies, implications, and erasures of imperialist expansion and
empire building as the U.S. laid the tracks of capitalistic imperialism. Those working at
the  crossroads  of  Indigenous  studies  and  American  studies  will  find  important
historiographical methods for reading, writing, and constructing history, particularly
in the service of drawing out localized possibilities for alternative futures.
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